Falling membership numbers and declining union density are issues of concern for Australian unions, and especially those in the transport and manufacturing sectors.
Introduction
For labour historians making connections between the historic past and the present, contemporary issues that are of concern to trade unions are of immense interest. Even a cursory survey of current 'blue-collar' trade union web sites, media releases and newsletters to their memberships will reveal perhaps half a dozen issues of particular concern to unions representing workers in the manufacturing, construction, transport and maritime industries. These include training and work safety, and the removal of jobs offshore. But underneath these concerns, less overtly canvassed but evident in the constant appeals to increase membership, lies a growing anxiety over falling numbers and the even more dramatic decline in union density in the trades they represent. 1 [AMWU], which now covers a wide range of metal working, printing and other manufacturing trades -as examples, this paper examines whether privatisation has contributed significantly to falling trade union density and membership in this State.
The RTBUWA and the AMWU are unions whose predecessors represented large public sector workforces. In order to test the hypothesis that privatisation has adversely affected union membership and density, the paper examines three factors:
the Australian Labor Party's [ALP] adoption of privatisation as a policy in the late 1980s, the breaking down of union culture, 7 and changes in trade training.
Rationale for the Study
The nationalisation of industry, unionisation and apprenticeship training represent the traditional foundations of the organised labour movement in Australia. Aided by the 'closed shop' system that mandated union membership as a condition of hiring in many factories, the skilled trades elite of the blue-collar workforce was highly Griffith University, who argues that the shift of employment from the public to the private sector accounts for 22 per cent of the decline in union density that occurred between 1982 and 1990. 15 The assumption in all of these studies is that, while many employers seek to present unions as 'anachronistic' and 'unnecessary' in the modern workplace, weakening the effectiveness and influence of trade unions is detrimental to workers as it limits their capacity to negotiate fair wages and safe working conditions. Singleton and Ewer et al, who argued that while the idea was sound, the fault lay in the implementation. 29 Militant unions, such as the AMWU, which had originally supported the Accord, later saw it as serving the interests of capital, rather than unionists, and felt betrayed by its outcomes. corporations. 33 The Government's appointment of entrepreneurs from the private sector to manage its assets was controversial, and would have devastating consequences for the ALP in Western Australia. 34 The Burke government's policies marked a new direction that boded ill for supporters of government-owned industries, and those who believed that it was a government's function to provide facilities for its people. has remained much stronger in Canada, despite 'massive job losses' because of combined government and union action that saved many of Canada's manufacturing industries from closing. He also argues that Canadian unions were in a much stronger position than their American counterparts because in the early 1980s they had succeeded in forcing governments to legislate 'mandatory advance notice of mass layoffs, severance pay, preferential hiring rights, pension reinsurance, and job placement', but also because they were able to cast factory closures as a struggle of 'Canadian workers' against 'American bosses' as many factories were owned by US companies. 44 Of most interest here, however, is High's contention that the government's intervention to prevent major steel and paper mills closing, together with 'a long history of state intervention in [the] economy' saved many jobs and also assisted in maintaining a strong union presence -unlike in the US. 45 As this paper goes to press, a debate is occurring here about whether it is the Australian government's responsibility to subsidise the local car industry in order to save thousands of jobs in Victoria and South Australia. It is worth noting that three years before the election of the Howard 53 In summary, three issues are significant here: that Westrail had shed three quarters of its workforce between 1980 and 1995, that the government envisaged that fewer than half of the last 1,345 jobs to be lost would be filled in shifting services to the private sector, and that these jobs were likely to be non-unionised.
Technological change, too, has impacted significantly upon the nature of bluecollar work. Evidence suggests that where the introduction of technology has led to a de-skilling of the workforce, a decline in demand for training, and increased employee dissatisfaction often results, creating greater worker mobility between jobs, and a subsequent breaking down of the type of strong workplace identity that once reinforced loyalty to one's trade union. Nowhere is this more evident than in the railways, as exemplified by Tim Strangleman's story of a British train driver, which, he tells us, is 'a metaphor for what has occurred in the UK rail industry over the last two decades'. 54 In the early 1960s, Clive Groome began work cleaning steam engines … in south London for the then nationalised British Railways. Dirty but important work, being a cleaner acted as an introduction to the world of railway employment. Groome gradually climbed his way up the promotional ladder, rooted in a seniority system, as countless generations of railway servants had before him, to the point where he became a driver… During the 1980s, he left the industry because of his increasing disquiet at the levels of monotony, which he believed were dangerous, and the ever greater management interference in the job of a driver. 55 Australian footplate staff had the same career structure as their British counterparts. Although there was no apprenticeship equivalent to that served by other skilled trades people, such as boilermakers, fitters and turners, drivers all began their careers as either an engine cleaner or a call boy. 56 Cleaners were promoted to firemen and eventually to the first of five classes of locomotive driver. With the advent of diesel and electric engines, the fireman became the driver's assistant. In 1983, the WALEDF&CU threatened to call a demarcation dispute when the Railways Department attempted to promote other railway staff, such as guards, to driver positions. 57 But all that has changed. Evidence from interviews that this author undertook in 2012-13 with older enginemen either retired or on the verge of retirement, suggests that union membership is now much less common among metropolitan train crews in Perth, and the promotion structure has been destroyed. system so that the trains can be automated; Rio Tinto will no longer require drivers on their mainline ore trains. The automated system will be controlled from an office in Perth, 1,500 kilometres from the mine site. In order to achieve this, the company requires its current drivers to do themselves out of a job by teaching the track to an automated system that is scheduled to replace them in 2014. 60 Ironically, although they may not realise it, Rio Tinto is hijacking a time-honoured practice of locomotive engine drivers, in which a new driver would travel with an experienced driver to 'learn the road'. Indeed, the union insisted on this practice prior to a driver operating an unfamiliar stretch of line. Rio Tinto's CEO says 'mining is about data' -by inference, it is nothing about people. 61 Interference and breaking down of jobs into repetitive, easily controlled and quantified tasks, and tasks that do not require much skill are modern corporate management tactics with an origin on the assembly lines of the early 20 th century. It was a strategy that was attempted by management, and strongly resisted by the unionised work force at the Government Railway Workshops in the mid 20 th century.
And in due course, the Workshops was deemed to be 'inefficient' and closed. It is not coincidental, therefore, that the advent of privatisation, which has brought corporate management styles to industry, is concurrent with the decline of union and employee power, the dwindling of union membership, job losses, de-skilling and decreased training opportunities.
The Impact of Privatisation on Training opportunities
The closure of the Railway Workshops had a substantial negative impact upon the Western Australian economy, with heavy engineering contracts going interstate or overseas, and many training opportunities for industrial apprentices disappearing. 62 Consequently, a major provider of trained skilled trades people who had been the backbone of the AMWU and its predecessor unions, such as the Amalgamated Engineers, ceased to exist. Other public facilities that offered apprenticeship training, such as the State Electricity Commission, were also dismantled and privatised.
Apprenticeship training became reliant upon the private employer's capacity or inclination to offer it. From the 1990s, only the largest private businesses had the capacity to offer more than a few apprenticeships, and many, in the opinion of union officials, were not interested in doing so. Another aspect of apprenticeship training was that it brought boys into contact with men who were, for the most part, satisfactorily, but suggested that in the future, firms might not be so willing to foot the training bill and might instead 'push for the public to bear more of the costs of apprenticeship training'. 72 They also observed that the positive findings of the study regarding the willingness of employers to pay and train apprentices, the lack of support for any reduction in apprentices' wages, and, in particular, the apparently altruistic motives of employers who trained apprentices and did not retain them in the firm were to some extent biased by the absence in their study of any business which did not train apprentices. to complete their courses. These may include finding that the course did not suit their needs, inability to meet fees, or the demands of the employer. The high dropout rate appears to indicate that, as a means of fulfilling industry's requirements for skilled employees, the current system is much less viable than the more regimented apprenticeship system of yesteryear, but that discussion is outside the scope of this paper.
The 21 st Century
Economists have expressed varied opinions about the advantages of privatisation. As early as the mid-'90s, King warned that for privatisation to enjoy 'long term success'
in Australia, 'the pressure for competitive reform must be maintained'. Otherwise, 'we are likely to see a privatisation agenda run increasingly for short term revenue and political gains'. 78 Wettenhall argued that the advantages that privatisation brought to some sections of the community equally disadvantaged others, 79 and
McKenzie asserted that the main reason for privatisation, promoting investment in the economy, was not realised -at least not to the extent anticipated. 80 Elsewhere it has been claimed that, while 'privatisation is rarely popular with electorates', overall the outcomes had been generally satisfactory and there were 'no credible Australian voices in favour of any re-nationalisations'. 81 Apart from Wettenhall, however, none of these sources examined the impact of privatisation on unions. The evidence presented also indicates that privatisation in the two WA unions was preceded by massive job losses and a resulting decline in union membership and density, but also a loss of union culture. This was particularly marked in the railways, once known for a very strong identity. The closure of large public facilities such as the Government Railway Workshops and the State Electricity Commission also resulted in reduced training opportunities for trades people. Formerly, a trades apprenticeship was not merely an entry to a trade but also to the relevant union. This connection has been broken by semi-training as well as high job mobility.
While some might regard such changes as a progressive step -breaking out of a elitist (and often sexist) mould and granting more and wider opportunities to female and older trainees, evidence suggests that privatising public instrumentalities has not always yielded the anticipated benefits of efficiency, prosperity and productivity. In reality, privatisation has resulted in the breaking up of public facilities into separate, privately owned and sometimes competing companies whose aim is profit and who generally do not offer a service (such as training young workers) once it becomes unprofitable to do so. WestNet's demands for the state government to subsidise them to transport grain from country districts is just one example of this hard-nosed attitude. Ironically, the breaking up of public instrumentalities into multiple private companies, far from creating greater efficiency and productivity, has at times resulted in the opposite effect, as indicated by the previously-mentioned fate of British Rail, and outcomes in this part of the world. But despite private rail systems failing in New 
